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Contract Ethnography: A Team Documentation Study

‘
1

Introduction

This ﬁaper and the study whick it deﬁails exist because
«f a current and growing interest in qualitative research method-
ologies. This edition is evidence of that interest in the anthro-
pological community, as was the day-long Confercnce on Educational
Evaluation which preceded t;; 1978 Annual Meeting of the American
Anthropological Association. But sociologists, psychologists and
others involved in evaluation, have also begun to attend to the
coatributions which qualitative methodologies can mak° to their
endeavors. (Sherlock, 1979). I can offer anecdotal evidence of this
phenomenon by my current employment as a Research Fellow at the
University of Minnesota's Measurement Services Center. Though the
principél staff persons at the Center have been and continue to be
psychologists, their interest in evaluation has repeated;y led them
to seek out the adjunct services of persons trained in the ethno-
graphic approach. |

It was in order to prepare myself for such poteatial employ-
ment and, not incidentally, to have an in-hand study totcorrcborate,
substantiate and otherwise fortify my position as an applicant,
that I participated last spring (.978) in a class on anthropolcgical
field method in educational evaluation. The class comstituted
itself as a research team and proceeded to conduct an ethnographic
evaluation of a child care center. In this paper, I will summarize
some parts of that study, especially the team process of documen-
tation and analysis, and then I will suggest what I think are the

implications of such a study for anthropological research.
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The Child Care Center

~ Caﬁkicorn,‘a child care centér affiliated with a private
urban college, pro#ides year-round day-long care for childrgn
from approximately 100 families from the college éémmunity
including students, staff and faculty. It is divided into
four distinct sections, each section having a Lead Teacher
who is fesponsiﬁlcifor staffing, for coordination of activities &
and fgr parent conféiences. In addition to the Lead Teacher,
each section has two Assistant Teachers who are in charge when- .
ever the Lead Teacher is absent or occupied, and severai part-
timejﬁtaff_necessary to meet state and federal requirementg for
teacﬁer-child ratios. The Lead Teachers are answerable to the
Cenéer;s Coordinator, who in turn reports directly to the Office
of the President, the séme office which provides the Center's
funding. ' -
'The organizational structure originated with the College's

Board of Trustees, and their original mandate tc the Center was

a significant factor in the inisiation of our rescarch.

The Evaluation Contract

Because Capricorn's mandate from the Board of Trustces requirgs
tﬁat it serve as a research and training resource, their response
to our request that we use-the Center as our field site was a
positive one. We asked thc Capricorn stalf to sclect.an aspect
of their program which they would like to sce us focus on in our .

research. They identified the presence of student teachers as a
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major concern. The Center had been serving as a field f
pPlacement center forf student teachers. Because part of iﬁé
charge . from the Bca;d of Trustees is to serve as a model
facility in all its fnnctionu and because the number of student
teachers to be placed at the Center was expected to more than
double in the cominé year, the staff asked(us to investigate
its field placcment program. Specifically, they asked us to
pProvide them with information that would enable them to max-
imize the role ;f student teachers in the general functioning
of the CShtEt. Thus, we began our research with clear and
specified goals: first, to conduct resea;ch which would provide
the members of fhe team with an‘opportgnitx;{o further develop
their skills in the application of qualitativ&“;;;earch methods,

and. serconAdly, ¢S G5seas Capricorn's field placement program.

v

—

The Documentation Process

The rescarch team céﬁsisted of five field inve igators and
a field director. The fiecld direétor was an assoclate professor
of anthropology and education. Of the fivé field investigators,
three were advanced students who had considerable experience in
doing field work, and two were beginners, praduate students in
education with an interest in cthnographic evaluation.

In March of 1978, the entire team met with Capricorn's
Coordinator. By the end of that brief in;roduétury meeting, we

had an idea of what the staff's interests were in relatjon to our

stuldy, and they had an idea of how we would he conducting our

1
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~ ‘ : reséarc%, During the fol&owing week, we drafted an Abstract
- of thelproposed study which three of the team members prescented
\\\::\Eﬂnricnrn's next weeklyﬂstaff meeting, i.e., Lead Teachers'
and ch;éinatpr's meeting{ fcr their information and comments.
. 3 The }\_E’”)stra’ct included thq“) names and titles of our teamgiembers

-~
t

(see Note 2), the purposh of the study as we saw it, a brief

*
i

descfiption of the methdds we would uqe. including participant
obseﬁvation. structured interviews and document rcviaw, and a
timE‘linc for reporting our p;ogrcss and our conclusions.
During the following three weeks, advanced and beginning
tcam nembers took different roles epgaging in thrce separale
activities: proposal writing, methods, study and initial site

visits. A full proposal for the study was drafted by the

kS

~. experienced team members.” It included a statement of objectives,.
a rationale, and a discussion of the significance of the research.
It ﬁdcntified some of the specific information which would be
éought concerning four different aspects of the Center's program,
vig. its physical patterns, formal structure, idcological patterns
ané daily'behaglor. The proposal concluded with a schedule for
ddta collection and had appended to It a bibliography of potentially
relevant sources regarding both method and theory. While the
experienced team members werc preparing the proposai, the in-
exp’ ienced members were rcading cthnographies of education and

‘ listening to lectures about anthropological ficld methods, In

addition, they were engaging in mini data collection exercises.

- . Simultaneously with the above activities, all team members made
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at least ine-visit to the jhild care centéélin order to obscrve,
x { .

to be observed and just gedérally to begin to become familiar
with the field siteff The proposal was then presented to and
accepted by the Center staff, and data collection bepan in
earnest. F

The fieldwork was conducted primarily during the four to
five we%ks between April 24 and May 22. During that time,
approximately 180 person hours were spent on data gathering and
related field analysis. Each team member was assigned, by a
process of consensus, to accomplish one of five different data
collection.tasks. First, several fieldworkers were assigned
to documené the physicél and human settings of the Coater through

<

observati ; informal discussions and attendance at a staff
meeting. nX’second part of the methodology called for detailed
investigation of the roles of the Lead Teachcré and the currently
placed student teacher. To accomplish this, one fieldworker
was assigned to shadow each of the teachers and to note the
observ-" . daily patterns including the kinds qf work done, other
activities engagéd in, inte¢ractions with children, staff and
others, and communication processes utilized. These detailed
observations were supplemented by a third aspect of the
methodology~--an open-ended interview about the field placement
program to be conducted with each Lead Teacher., For the fmurth.
and fifrh aspects of the documentition, a 3-person team of inter-

viewers was assigned to contact and Interview present and former

student teachers and o single investipator was assigned to contact
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and interview the Center's Coordinator aud the several

academic personnel who were respensible for placing and

‘supervising the student teachers.

The infervieés were planned jointly By all of the team
Qembers who would be conducting them. Scparate sets of questions
were davelopod for cach of the three sects of interviews; i.e.,
student teachers, Lead Teachers and academic personncl, but the
bésic subjects for investigation were held constant across all
interviews, and the sequencing of qugstioﬁé was so designed as to
provihe maxXimum coverage of gll'afeas potentially relevant to
tﬁe study. This levelfnfwéuality and consistency was ma;ntained

by having each‘interview téam submit its queqtions to the fi-1ld

director and then meet with her to make whatever revisions

yseemed necessary. 0ua11rv control wos furthis Ghsuied by baving

. each fieldworker §ybmit his/her initial field notes from cither

observations cr interviews to the field director who théh'reviewéd
them first for detail, secondly for referencing items, such as
consecutive numbering of lines and pages and a page-by-page index

of rontents, and thirdly for strict avoidance of inferences. This

process was repeated once more towards the end of the fieldwork 4'

-period.

_Folléwing each expericnce in the field, ihe fieldwurker
summarized his/her notes, made pertinent hut sparse initial
analyses, and appended whatever other comments scemed warrqntéd
or interesting. These summarics were then copied and distributed

*

to the full team. The team held weekly data review and analysis
-
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mceting§ id order to determine which, if any, arcas necded

- further research and hov best to accomplish®it. Because

!

this initial data analysis revealed antagonisms between . student

£

teachers and Lead Teacherg, the team decided to conduct a
second set of in- épth interviews with each of the Lead Teachers,

/

focusing this time on théir<job responsibilities rathx than
on the placement ptbgram. We-also decided to shadow an '

‘Assistant Teacher és we had the Lead Teachers and studenf ;
teachers. We needgd télfind out and document whether or not Lea&
Teachers were over—worked; as we suspected they wére. thus mak-~
ing.supervision Efﬁstudent teaéhers just one more burden, and were
there other personnel, viz. Assistant Tegchers, who could, if
necéssary, take on more responsibility.

When we wepe saticfied that we had completed enough field-
jwork to proceed éith a final analysis, we divided into teams to
comb different séctiops of the entire body of data for the purpose
of identifying‘cehtral patterns: Patterns were i&entified
separately for each role in the program, i.g., Lead Teachers,
atuden; teachers, Coordinator and placement personnel, and for each
analytical level, i.e., Séhavior, beliefs and values. The actual
proces; involved the making of lists. FE.g., the éétegory "Student

Teachers' Beiiefs ébout Expectations”" was culled from the data
and under it we listed every detail from raw field notes which
was clearly in that category. Ogce the lists were made, and there

were approximately filty such categorics across all roles, toplcs

and levels, each team menmber was assigned a number of them to

.
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write up in paxagraph form. The field dircctor used thL

\

written summaries to construct a dLS:tiptch et&nography,

and those findings became the basis for the final phase of

’ 4 [

our research,-that of evaluation.

.

A

s !
Each team member independently developed a list of recom- ‘\\

mendations which were -suggested by the data as it ‘was, interpretcd

in the light of relevant anthropological theory. TheSe recom-
mendations were presented and discussed at a lcngthy (8 hour)
session from which we emerged with a complete and uniform set
of recommendations for the Cap;icorn Child Cpré Center. The
final set of regomﬁendations was based on Homan's study of
social groups (1950) and Cearing's of cultural transmleslon, as

well as Turner's (1970) i;\érpretation of Rites do Passage, '

»
-

|

-

Summary of Findings and Recommendations {

" Our final activity as a tegm was to meet Whatn with |

f

Cqﬂficorn‘s Coordinator in osser to make whatever exit sLat#ments
{

s¢=~¥J required, -and to ‘present him with our report and recommen~
ahtians. What follows is a summary of that report. |

. Our data indicaLed that for cach entering student tecacher the

< .
Center was like a "foreign" country populated with more than a

"hundred strangers., First impressions of constant activity lacking

\
reason or order began to dissipate when the students met and

observed thea Leah Teacher, However, the students quickly perCLiVQd,
as we did, that thejr cooporating teachers would have little time

\

for supervising student teachers.

g “



Host former students felt that Céprtcorn's:child carg Tf
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program wns a pood onc, but thLit vievg of thet teapher piaeo-
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- ment program were gengrally lesq positiVe. A]though most M

.

felt that they did learn, most also fdentified a seqics of
problems: One was a lack of.'clarity abnut what was expected of
them at the Center. Though ‘specific assignments, such as prepar-
ation of lesson plans, weﬁz clear, the expectations ﬁsgaéding
how they were to funct%oh'in the day to day settingfwérehnot.
In addition, it was their belief that evaluation and féedback'
lacked regularity and were nat sufficient to provide support

and adequate information about their progress. Their belief

that the Lead Teachers neglected them led them to characterize

themselves with such terms as "exploitcd" and "treated like aides."

some telt "isolated," like "outsiders."

Lead Teachers agreed with the s.udents tha&\they had too
many demands on thnir time and said that they had two jobs, one
‘with children and onte administrative. From our observations an¢
intérviews, we constructed the following picture of Lead Teacﬁérsf

They are responsible for keeping the Center clean, quiet, safe

and interesting and for directing the care of the physical, mental

and emotional needs of the children. Over half their day is spent
in this work. .In addition, the Lead Teachers are reSponéibie

for parent conferences, curriculum planning, maintenance, emer-
gencics, suppliés, research act%yities, policy development, and =
‘ﬁggﬁf supervision, igcludiug scheduling, hiring and firing. They
nevé?theless ;epnrted that they liked their jobs hv&a&nc they did

L
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"as a placement. Individual intervievees did identify some problems,
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hﬁve r¢spansibility and becausé they were' he]ping childron at a | . f; - \
I . . Lol -
crit‘cal povdod in thc life cycle | : "

\

when rmflcctxng on the student teacher program, Lcad

F .
Teachers felt that .they had provided StudLnts with adcquﬂte
. ‘ -
evaluation, but would have preferred having spccificd stagdarls

» e b = o P ..
JIR U

on which to basc their cvaluatliys. The teachers were unanimous .

k]

in recommending that student teachers should be viewed as

learners at thefCenter. As such, they felt the students shou]d -t T
N'

not be included in the child-SLaff ratio because that could

_ result in the inclusion of incompetent and unwilling'students,

such as they had' encountercd in the past, in the ratio of

supposedly compeggﬁt staff.

Interviews with academic peréonnel responsible for plaecment

ot student teachers indicated general satisfaction with the Center

¢ -

generally tﬁose already mentioned hefe.

' The research team's fgcomméndations were based on thetr ' \

findingé that the program was adequate but needed considerable

work before it could become the model program the CCCC desired. .

¢

'necommendations.centered around tHe improvement of organizé‘inn and

the creation of positive sentimenf about and wiLhin ‘the teacher

training program. | | ) ‘
In regard to the student teachcrs, the team roénmmended that

the Center take steps to\creaLe positive stuaont‘perCOptions by

dlstributing a handout that would providu solid Information about

its policiﬁf and philosophies, We detorminnd that qpocific datd
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‘sﬂ T \ about the QCCC'S egalitarian distribution of "chores" neceded

. “to be presented to help avoid having students feel like "aides."

;~-{_ | ‘ In nrder to increase communication with Placement Offices,

‘and thus cr;ate a positive image of the CCCC among students, it

was recommended thaf the Coordinator use the expected eq}arge-

{ment of the student teaching érogram as a rcason for suggesting
‘ T joirt preparation ;f a Handbook forrStudenc'Teachers. £
< ] . Using Rites of Passage theory (Turner, 1970) to interpret

| stu&ent anxiety, the research team recommended the establishment
. | “of a fé?ﬁal orientation as a veﬁicle for channeling student l -

anxiety toward performance of their learning tasks and thus

transforming it from a free floating destructive force into a , T
. - L - -

2

o © positive force. -~ T -

— . ' To help establish a good progression and increase student-
. s ‘ °

Lead Teacher interaction and ﬁ;ﬁins- regular, formal weekly

" evaluations were recommended with major evaluations, using a

* <

standardiged foum developed or adopted by CCCC, occurring at the
fifth and tenth weeks. .Use of such a form was seen as alleviating

evaluation tension for both student and Lead Teacher.

-

Because stuﬁent“intéf#iéﬁeés‘ﬂa& indicated discomfort with
k;#««w' o too much freedom at tﬁe Center, the team recémmended a fornlaliza~
. tion and statement of heretofore informal expectations. This was
;.;- L ~ Seo2n as pntenfinlly providing a gﬁide for students and an eval- . '
ran uation ald'for Lead %eachers. It was also éecnmmcndcd that
students meet formally with ;ndiéiduaI‘Lgud Teachers during their

;‘." ) . first weck on the job Spféontract with them about methods of

e ) i . .
. - ' .
R . - .
. - .
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‘fulfilling rcquircmcnté and expectations. It was our

judgment that such formalization could help control anxiegy.
Again making use of Rites of Passage theory and Gearing's (1977)
learning theory, the team recommended ' uat the early weck of

.lead teaching be eliminated to create a gradual progression and

a sense of accompiishment and progress for students. The team
also recommended the addition of a requirémentvfor students——
that they be required to atégnd area staff meetings. Citing

Homans (1950), thé full report pointed out tne manner in which the

engendered increase& interaction would lead to greater student

é) ot " and staff satisfaction;

I - Finally, it was our j?dgment that an informal structure
complementary to the above rccommended formal structures should
be created for the purpose of réliev{;é stufent anxiety.- Specif-
icallf. ve recommended.that each styuent be given an."ami(e)"
to orient them aml p}ovide continued friendship and support. It

. was recommended that Assistant Teachers be given this non-teaching,
§ ... . mon-evaluative rele,—thus—providing students with a much necded

saunding board (Cearing, 1977) and center point for interaction
)

(Homans, 1950). Ve recommended.that the formal and informal

structures meet through the vehicle of a Coordinator's Coffec at

the end of the quarter, thus providing students with.a sense of

-

L~
i '_ - closure and actomplishment.
‘The second set of recommendations.foéuﬁed on the iéad Teachers
andxtheir role in the Center. All the data pointed to the fact
oo -'thét—Lead Teachers‘weré oveérburdened. ﬂAgain utilizing Homans"_ R

14 - -

»
'
o
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theory, egnpled with Herzberg's (1966) Motivution-ﬂygiene
theory, the tggp %Pdicated hoe this had led to decrcased
interaction with ;gudent teacherst This, in turn, had increased
4negative sentiment ﬁn student teachers, a sentiment which was
comnunicated to stéff and which resulted in an acceleratin;
downward spiral of hegatjvity. In order to break this spiral,

it appeared to us to be imgerative that Lead Teachers be freed
up both psychologically and actually to undertake the increased
interaction and activity with students that could lead to posi-
tive sentiment. It was recommended, therefore, that Lead §
Teachers shift aide schedules slightly to arrange a 45-minute -
'luneh hreak:m Further, student teachers should have their work
schedules arranged to fit the Lead Teacher's convenience as is
done iu waiy oLhier programs. Ln addition, .we recommended that a
Lead Teacher station_befestablished in all four areas so that

teachers could work at the administrative ﬁ%rtions of their

jabs without having te give up supervisory responsibility or be

_xeplaeed-in—ghe—rettﬁ‘ A150, it was suggested that some minor

administrative tasE%‘be taken over by aldes as it is uneconomic

in the long run to use teachers for these tasks.

The final recommendation advised holding in-service work-

shops for Lead Teachers on the topic of student supervision., Tt

was our belief that increased professional develapment,nould
contribute to building a model program and help raisc Center

Prestige in the eyes of its professional audiences.

Gea L -



< ‘ ' . - 1& B

t

Implications for Future Rescarch

The puzzles and pfoblems vhich appear when cetlmograpliers
take on evaluation tasks have been discussed repeatedly since
the issue was first raised by the proponants of "actlion"

ethnography (see Hymes and otkers in Reinventing Anthropologsy, 1972).

Though compromises may certainly be required, as Clinton (1976)
has suggested, in order to produce an ethnographic eyaluation,
that evaluation is not necessarily antithetical to the anthro-
pological tradition of rclativism, nor does it necessarily

- require that the fieldworker beceme as actively iavolved in
thekfieidrsotoing as are the informants. Though judgments are
made and communicated, they are deferred until the ethnography
is completed. Holism and relativism‘Jpﬁtinue to direct the
research process until the dota are in and patterns are analyzed.

L4

The paradox here is that the rigorous process of doing ethnography

g i3

facilitates, in the end, a more authentic evaluation than thoqe

_._. _traditiomal, goai&related evaluations which have been prepared

by formal evaluators. But the question really is not any
longer wvhether to do evaluation. (See Woleott, 1975; Everhart,
1975, 1976 amd Clinton, 1975, 1976 for that discussion ) It is
being done. The immediate questions are how to proceed. ‘
The documontation projoct_which I have described io'this
presentation suggoots some of the advantages as well as oome of
the problems which ocqur when the evaluation is conducted‘by a
team oflreoearohers.

¥

Team approaches are most valuable for the in-process sharing

6

by
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wvhich necessiriiy occurs. Typically in the academic and
scicentific communities, a scholar conducts a study, completes
the analyses; and then presents the results to a community.of
peers at a confercnce or in a journal publication. Only after
the work is Somple;ed, of at least well under way, are the
insights of others avail;ble. But.tcam research allows, indeed.
requires, each member to critically consider the work of all
other members at each step in the process. If I am writing
1nfééénces in my field notes, such as "two of the teachers
were quite angry,"‘every other member ;f the team has some
personal inwestmené in assisting me to revise my habits and
write down the markers or béhaviors'which led me to makg‘thét
1n£crencé, such as "two of the teachers sat.nearly immobiie with

arms and }egs tightly crosse&, teeth é]enched, lips pursed and

eyég glaring.”" In general, tzam members become adept at helping

_each other question prefermed or otherwise unfounded conclusions.

Seéondly, team studies are valuable training experiences
p s

for junior;researchers. In éddition, if the untrained personncl
can conduct fhe easier but necessary tasks of data collection,
they can be trained and monitored in a lesser amount of time than
it would have takén seniov personnel to do the work themselves,
It is genefaliy mére economical, therefore, to use less cxperienced
personnel on such data ccllectiqn tasks as mapping, count sampling
and structured interviews. (Sce Dobbert, 1978).

Other kinds of time coustraints can also be relicved by

»

the team approach. Tf there are only three months, for whatever
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reﬁson, in vhich to complete a study,”but there are four
persons on the research team, they can produce 12 months of
output in one~fourth the time. However, the type of data
gathered from a 12-month study is different in quality because
it is based on a lonéﬁr term acquain;ance. On tic other hand,
the introduction of multiple viewpoints may compensate for the
loss of the time perspective. |

This seesaw of trade-offs is what we will continue to sce
as we watch and contribute to the development of ethnographic
evalﬁationﬂ And it will be evident not only in terms of the
team app;oach, but in other aspects 95 our research as well,
dncluding such things.as contract evaluation, the use.of.popuia—

tion surveys, and the genefalrinclusion of additional psychometric

end sociological methodologies.
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NOTES

&

An enrlicr‘draft of this paper was presented af the

Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological Association,
Los Angeles, California, November 14-18, 1978.

The following arec the Prnject Personnel who participated in
the collection, cnalysis and presentation of the data upon

which this study is based:

Gayle Anderson, Education-Graduate Student, Ph.D. Program
in Curriculum and Instruction.
Marion Lundy Dobbert, Associate Professor of Anthropology
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